We review geophagy, or soil ingestion, in primates. This behaviour is widespread and is presumed to be important to health and nutrition. Primates may engage in geophagy for one or a combination of reasons. Here we present, and make a preliminary assessment of, six nonexclusive hypotheses that may contribute to the prevalence of geophagy. Four hypotheses relate to geophagy in alleviating gastrointestinal disorders or upsets: (1) soils adsorb toxins such as phenolics and secondary metabolites; (2) soil ingestion has an antacid action and adjusts the gut pH; (3) soils act as an antidiarrhoeal agent; and (4) soils counteract the effects of endoparasites. Two hypotheses pertain to geophagy in supplementing minerals and/or elements: (5) soils supplement nutrient-poor diets and (6) soils provide extra iron at high altitudes. In addition to these hypotheses, geophagy may satiate olfactory senses, serve as a famine food and finally may have no function at all. We draw together a large body of information from various sources to assess these hypotheses and suggest some tests to understand the function of geophagy. Our review suggests that primates engage in geophagy for a number of reasons that are nonexclusive. We conclude that mineral supplementation, adsorption of toxins, treatment of diarrhoea and pH adjustment of the gut seem the most plausible reasons why primates engage in geophagy.
 2000 The Association for the Study of Animal Behaviour P rimates consume a wide and complex variety of food items that vary temporally and spatially. Fruits, mature leaves, soft edible parts (such as flowers, leaf buds), seeds and invertebrates constitute the bulk of potential food items. The choice of a food item may be influenced by specific nutrients, energy needs, digestion inhibitors or toxins in the diet, constraints on the digestive system in removing inedible parts, competition, predation (e.g. Eisenberg et al. 1972; Milton 1980 Milton , 1984 McKey et al. 1981; Glander 1982; Altmann et al. 1987; Janson 1988 ) and gastrointestinal/stomach ailments (Wrangham & Nishida 1983; Huffman & Seifu 1989; Wrangham & Goodall 1989; Koshimizu et al. 1993) . Despite the wide variety of food eaten, primates have also been observed to eat charcoal (Struhsaker et al. 1997 ), dead wood (Struhsaker 1975 and soil. The deliberate ingestion of soil is termed geophagy or geophagia; soil consumption associated with eating insects and/or other things (as reported in Nishihara & Kuroda 1991) does not fall into this category.
Many primates have been reported eating soil, rock particles or clay (see Table 1 ) and 'the primate species concerned are usually selective with respect to the soil consumed and often concentrate on a few sites only' (Martin 1990, page 220) . Of the 185 extant species of primates (Martin 1990) only 39 (21.1%) are reported to ingest soil, either in the wild or in captivity (Table 2) 
